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The initial mystery that attends each journey is: how did the traveller reach his starting point in the first place?


— Louise Bogan


 


Memories of mortification persist for decades . . .


— Oliver Burkeman, Help


 


Every autobiography is concerned with two characters, a Don Quixote, the Ego, and a Sancho Panza, the Self.


— W.H. Auden


 


Autobiography is usually honest but it is never truthful.


 — Robert A. Heinlein, Friday


 


Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. The detective must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honour.


— Raymond Chandler
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Chapter 1


I want to tell you about my father’s murder.


I want to tell you who killed him, and why. This is the story of my life. And the story of your life and your world too, as you will see.


I have waited for a long time to write about this: I believe one needs wisdom and insight for such a task. I think one has first to get the anger – in fact, all the emotions – under control.


I am forty-seven years old today. The age my father was when he died, in the Year of the Lion. Perhaps that offers enough distance from the events of the time, though I don’t know if I will ever develop the necessary wisdom and insight, but I worry that I will begin to forget many of the crucial events, experiences, people. I can’t postpone this any longer.


So, here it is. My memoir, my murder story. And my exposé, so everyone will know the truth.










The Year of the Dog










Chapter 2


20 March


The moments we remember most clearly are those of fear, loss and humiliation.


It was 20 March in the Year of the Dog. I was thirteen years old.


The day passed just as the previous day had done, and the one before that, to the dull drone of the big Volvo FH12 diesel engine, and the muffled rumbling of sixteen wheels on the long, enclosed trailer behind it. Outside, a predictable, forgettable landscape slid by. I recall the artificial coolness of the air conditioner in the cab of the ‘horse’. The truck still had that fresh, new smell. A school textbook lay open on my lap, but my thoughts were wandering.


My father slowed the truck. I looked up, and out. I read the white lettering against the black background of the road sign: WELCOME TO KOFFIEFONTEIN!


‘Koffiefontein,’ I repeated out loud, charmed by the name and the image it evoked in my childlike imagination – a warm, aromatic fountain of simmering, dark coffee.


We drove slowly into town. In the near dusk of the late afternoon it seemed ghostly, bereft of life, like all the others. Weeds on the pavements, lawns thickly overgrown behind their fences. On the horizon, far behind the squat buildings of the wide main street, lightning criss-crossed in spectacular displays on a backdrop of fantastical cloud formations. The entire western rim was blooded a strange, disturbing crimson.


My father pointed. ‘Cu-mu-lo-nim-bus,’ he said, each syllable measured. ‘That’s what you call those clouds. It comes from the Latin. Cumulus means “pile”. And nimbus is “rain”. That’s what gives us thunderstorms.’


‘Cu-mu-lo-nim-bus.’ I had a go at the word.


He nodded, deftly turned the big truck in at the filling station, and parked. He flipped the switch he had installed himself, to turn on the lights down the side of the long, enclosed trailer. Instantly the fuel pumps cast long shadows, like human figures. The engine off, we climbed down.


We were so used to our surroundings being safe.


The late summer heat beat up from the tarred forecourt, insect shrilling filled the air. And another sound, a deeper carpet of noise.


‘What’s that noise, Papa?’


‘Frogs. The Riet River is just over there.’


We walked back along the side of the trailer. It was white, with three big green letters that looked as though they had been blown askew in a gale: RFA. They were spelled out on the back of the trailer – Road Freight Africa. We’d found it at a truck stop just outside Potchefstroom, with the Volvo horse attached, nearly brand new, full tank and all. Now we walked, father and son, side by side. His hair was long, blond and unkempt; mine was just as wild, but brown. I was thirteen, in that no-man’s-land between boy and teenager, and for the moment comfortable there.


A bat swooped low over my head, through the pool of light.


‘How does a bat catch its prey?’ my father asked.


‘With echoes.’


‘What kind of animal is a bat?’


‘A mammal, not a bird.’


He ruffled my hair affectionately. ‘Good.’


I liked his approval.


We began to go through the familiar ritual we had performed at least once a day for weeks on end now: my father carried the small Honda generator and electric pump to the fuel station’s refilling manhole covers in their colour-coded rows. Then he fetched the big adjustable spanner to lift up the black manhole cover. My job was to roll out the long garden hose. It was connected to the electric pump, and I had to push the other end into the mouth of the Volvo’s diesel tank, and hold it there.


Refuelling in a world without electricity, or traffic.


I played my part, and stood there feeling bored, reading the letters on the white wall of the fuel station. Myburgh Electric. Myburgh Tyres. I thought I must ask my father about that, because I knew that ‘burg’ meant ‘a fort’ – he’d explained that to me when we drove through places like Trompsburg and Reddersburg – but this was an unusual spelling, and not the name of this town.


Suddenly the hum of insects ceased.


Something drew my attention, behind my father, down the street. I called to him, in surprise at the unexpected sign of life, and a bit frightened by the furtive nature of the movement. My father hunkered down, pushing the pump pipe into the hole. He looked up at me, following the direction of my gaze, and saw the spectres in the deepening dusk.


‘Get inside,’ he shouted. He stood up, holding the heavy wrench, and ran towards the cab.


I was frozen. The shame of it would eat at me for months, that inexplicable stupidity. I stood motionless, my eyes fixed on the shifting shadows as they coalesced into solid shapes.


Dogs. Supple, quick.


‘Nico,’ my father shouted, with a terrible urgency. He stopped in his tracks, to try to fend the determined dogs away from his child.


The desperation in my father’s voice sent a shockwave through my body, releasing my fear. And shooting the first dart of self-recrimination. I sobbed, and ran along the length of the trailer. Through the mist of tears I saw the first dog float into the pool of light, leap at my father’s throat, jaws agape, long sharp fangs bared. The big spanner swung, a fleeting shadow of that motion. I heard the dull thud as it hit the creature’s head, its curtailed yelp. At the step of the truck, I grabbed the silver railing, panic propelling me up into the cab. A dog lunged at me, as I dragged the door shut. The beast leapt up, high, almost to the open window, claws scrabbling on the metal door, yellow fangs gleaming in the light of the lorry. I screamed. The dog fell back. My father was down there. Five, six curs, creeping, crouching, circling him. And more darting into the pool of light, lean, relentless.


After that, everything happened so fast, yet it was also as if time stood still. I remember the finest detail. The despair on my father’s face when the dogs cut him off from the truck, just three metres away. The whirring sound as he swung and swung the massive adjustable wrench. The electrically charged air, the smell of ozone, the stink of the dogs. They dodged backwards to evade the momentum of the deadly spanner, always too agile, just out of reach. But they stayed between him and the truck door, snarling, snapping.


‘Get the pistol, Nico. Shoot.’ Not an order. A terrified plea, as if in that moment my father saw his death and its consequences: his son, lone survivor, stranded, doomed.


His face contorted in agony as a dog attacked him from behind, sinking its fangs deep into his shoulder. That shook me from my trance. I reached for the Beretta in the compartment on the wide instrument panel, struggling to press the safety catch off with my thumb, as my father had taught me, over and over. Another dog bit into his defending arm, and hung there. Now I had both hands on the weapon. Two fingers to pull the trigger’s first, stiff double action, the shot into the air, wildly, the blast deafening in the interior of the cab, so that my ears rang, all sound muted. Cordite stung my nostrils. The animals froze for a second. My father hit out with the wrench and the dog on his arm sank down. He took a step towards the door. The pack moved, and sprang. I aimed at the flank of one. Fired. The dog fell sideways. I fired again and again. The animals made high, barely audible yelps of pain, and the others began to drop back, for the first time.


Now my father was at the door, he pulled it open, jumped in, a dog hanging on his leg as he lashed out at it. It fell. With blood on his arms, blood down his back, he shoved me off the passenger seat, and slammed the door shut.


I saw my father’s face, the loathing, determination, fear, revulsion, rage. I felt him grab the pistol from my hands. He ejected the magazine, pushed in a fresh one. He held the pistol out of the window and fired again and again and again. Each shot was merely a dull report in my ringing ears, the cartridges scattered silently against the windscreen, the instrument panel, the steering wheel, and dropped to the floor beside me, everywhere. I looked up at my father’s tattered shirt, and the deep wounds in his back, the same crimson as the clouds.


The pistol emptied, still Pa kept pulling the trigger. Smoke filled the cab.


It was 20 March in the Year of the Dog.


Eleven months after the Fever.


 


My father slumped forward, with the pistol on his lap. He sat as still as death. I could not see if his eyes were closed.


Gradually the sounds outside returned, washing over us in gentle waves.


The frogs, the early evening crickets. Far in the west, the blood-red horizon dimmed to black, and still he sat.


Someone sobbed quietly. It took a while for me to realise: it was me. I didn’t want to let this happen now, it felt inappropriate. Ungrateful, in a way. But I had no control over it; the sobs came harder, more urgently. At last my father reacted, turned to me, put the pistol down on the dashboard, wrapped his arms around me. My whole body began to shake, my heart hammering in my ears. I smelled the blood and sweat on my father and I clung to him.


My ear to his chest, I heard his heart beating incredibly fast.


‘There, there,’ he said. I didn’t hear the words, just felt the vibrations. There. There, there, there.


He held me tighter, till gradually I calmed down.


‘You’re my hero, Nico,’ he said. ‘You did well, you hear?’


At last I got the word out, the word that had stuck inside, for so long. ‘Mamma.’


And when it reached my ears, the mortification burned through me.


‘Oh, God,’ said my father, and hugged me tighter. Then he turned off the lights down the side of the truck.


 


My father’s name is Willem Storm.


In the light of a hissing gas lamp I cleaned the wounds on his back. My hands trembled. The antiseptic must have burned like fire in the long red gashes in his skin, but he didn’t make a sound, didn’t say a word. It scared me, strengthened my fear that I had failed him.


Later he opened two tins of Enterprise Spaghetti and Meatballs. We ate in silence. I stared at the blue and red tin, and wondered what was wrong with PORK. Because there was a yellow star on the tin, with fat red letters that said: NO PORK.


‘I didn’t think that would happen so fast,’ said my father at last.


‘What, Papa?’


‘The dogs,’ he said, and made a vague gesture with the spoon in his hand.


And then he went silent again.










Chapter 3


21 March


In the morning Pa dragged the dog carcasses to the back of the filling station, and set them on fire.


We refuelled the lorry. Pa was quiet. Nothing felt right. The fear was like a shadow creeping along behind me.


We drove off, without breakfast. Pa said, ‘We’re going to eat at a special place.’ He tried to make it sound like an occasion, but I was old enough to hear that his cheerfulness was forced. His wounds must have been very painful. ‘Okay, Pa,’ I said eagerly, as though I shared his excitement.


He drank water from a full one-litre plastic bottle. It wasn’t long before he had emptied it.


An hour later we stopped at the special place. I forgot about the feeling of doom that had been with us the whole morning. I cried out like a child half my age, in total wonderment. It was so amazingly beautiful, so unusual and so loud – a bridge, a dam wall and a tremendous thundering. To the left lay the dam, perfectly calm, a huge outstretched expanse of water. To the right was the deep gorge of a river, veiled by the mist of water vapour, rising like smoke from the torrents roaring down the sluices.


Pa stopped the lorry in the middle of the massive concrete dam wall. He opened both windows. The sound of the mass of falling water filled the cab. It made the whole truck vibrate.


Pa had to raise his voice, as he pointed at the mirror of water: ‘This is the Vanderkloof Dam.’ Then he looked at the deep canyon: ‘And that is the Orange River.’


‘Jissie.’ Yesterday forgotten, I was totally enchanted.


‘I think they left the sluices open. After the Fever. Just as well.’


I stared in amazement. Until I realised that Pa had said the words ‘the Fever’ in a strange way. Not like he always did. Quietly, quickly and reluctantly, as though he didn’t want to draw attention to it. I looked at him, but he avoided my eyes. ‘Come, let’s make coffee,’ he said briskly.


We kept a gas stove and a big moka espresso pot under the bed, behind the seats. Along with a pack of biltong, sweets and rusks – the dry biscuits we dunked with our coffee. I clambered to the back, and got the process of brewing under way.


Usually we got out to eat, when we were on the road. But now Pa remained in his seat. He was being careful, after the dogs.


I passed him the rusks. He took only one. I ate three rusks, suddenly ravenous.


The moka pot sputtered. The aroma of coffee filled the cab.


I poured Pa’s first, he drank it black and bitter. I liked mine with two spoons of sugar, and Cremora.


‘Here, Pa.’


He turned to face me and I waited for him to say ‘While we can.’ He said that every morning, when we drank our coffee. He raised the mug high, as you do when you say ‘cheers’ and smiled crookedly. Because some time in the future the coffee supply would run out, and before it ran out it would grow stale, not taste as good, and that day was approaching. That’s what Pa had explained to me, the first time he said ‘While we can.’


This morning he didn’t say it.


I noticed his hand was shaking. Then I saw the perspiration on his forehead, how red his face was. And his eyes, dull and out of focus.


Suddenly his silences, and everything, made sense. The shock of it, the fear, made the tears well up.


‘It’s not the Fever,’ he said. ‘You hear me?’


The fear was no longer just a shadow, it was all of me.


‘Nico, listen,’ said my father, his voice just as desperate as yesterday evening, with the dogs. It made me swallow back my sobs for a second.


He put the coffee mug down on the dashboard, and hugged me. I felt the heat burning him up. ‘It’s not the Fever. It’s the dogs. It’s just an infection from their bites, it’s bacterial. I have to take antibiotics, and lots of water, and I must get rest. You hear?’


‘You’ve got the Fever, Papa. I can tell.’


‘I promise you, I’ve got a different kind of fever, on my word of honour. You’ve also had a temperature, from flu or a cold, from teething when you were little, there’re many kinds, this isn’t the one that everyone . . . The dogs weren’t getting fed by people. They were eating carrion, or rotten meat, and then they bit me, and those bacteria are in my bloodstream now. That’s where this fever comes from. I’m just going to be sick for a short while. I promise, Nico, I promise you. We’ve got the right medicine, I’m going to take it now.’


 


We drove up between the hills, into Vanderkloof town. It was an odd little place, a narrow higgledy-piggledy settlement next to the dam, sprawling high up into the koppies. Pa was looking for something. He found it deep in the deserted town, as silent as the grave. A modest house, paint peeling from the woodwork, a big steel security gate in front of the door, and burglar bars on the windows. Opposite it there was the only parking space on the street for our lorry.


Pa stopped. He got out, taking a pistol and a hunting rifle. I had to wait in the Volvo while he went to look in the house. I sat watching the front door. I was afraid he would never come back. What would I do then?


Everything was different now, after yesterday, after the dogs. And now, with Pa’s fever.


But he came back. As he approached the truck, I could see he was unsteady on his feet.


‘This place is good enough,’ he said. ‘Come, bring your books.’ I put them in my rucksack, and climbed down. Pa walked slowly now, and he did everything gingerly and carefully, unlocking the back of the big trailer, pulling the ladder down. The contents of the trailer told the story of our life. It was an ever growing inventory, neatly packed and tied; we knew where every item was. Nearest the door were the boxes of tinned food and rice and flour and pasta, powdered milk, coffee, Cremora, hundreds of bottles of water. Then, in no specific order: books, hand-picked like the food wherever it was safe to browse. Do-it-yourself books about repairs and personal recovery and veld survival and The Ultimate Beginner’s Guide to Guns: A Green Light Shooting Book from which we had both learned to shoot. Story books and school books and recipe books and how-to-slaughter-an-ox and how-to-treat-snakebite books. There were rifles, pistols, ammunition, hunting knives and slaughtering knives and kitchen knives, our equipment to pump fuel, and water purification filters. Medicine, bandages, ointments, sunscreen. A small tent, camp chairs, inflatable mattresses, camp beds, two folding tables, two large umbrellas, never used, still in their plastic Makro packaging. Three petrol power generators, ten fifty-litre jerry cans. Toiletries: more toothpaste than we could use in our lifetime, shampoo, soap, deodorant, toothbrushes. Washing powder, bleach. Laptop computers, printers. Cutlery, crockery, hand tools, power tools . . .


Pa assembled a few cartons of provisions, and he searched until he found the correct medicine. He climbed down, pushed the ladder in again, locked the trailer’s back doors carefully. We carried the cartons into the house. The place was empty, and tidy, as though the people had cleaned up before they died. Every empty house we had been in had its own smell. Some were pleasant, some bad. This one smelled a little bit of rubber. I don’t know why.


‘The stove works with gas,’ said Pa. I nodded.


‘And there’s water.’ He meant the taps still worked.


Pa went back to our truck and locked the cab as well. He came inside again, locked the security gate of the house, then the front door. He gave me the pistol.


‘Nico, I’m going to clean all the dog bites again, and I’m going to take the medicine. I have to sleep. There, in that room. Don’t go out. If you see or hear anything, come tell me, straight away. Get yourself something to eat, there are tins, take your favourites. And biltong and biscuits. And soup. I’ll have some soup with you tonight; come and wake me when the sun starts to set. I know you’re scared now, Nico, but I’ll just be sick a day or two, you hear?’


I touched him. He was fiery hot.


I didn’t cry. I just nodded.


‘How do we stay safe?’ he asked.


‘We trust only each other.’


‘That’s right. Come and look, so you can see where I’ll be lying. If I’m still asleep when it gets dark: remember, no lights.’


He read something in my face. ‘Everything is going to be fine,’ he said.


 


Everything wasn’t fine.


I unpacked some of my books. I sat in the sitting area of the open-plan living room. It was part of the kitchen and a dining room too. After what seemed like an eternity I couldn’t stand it any more. I walked to the bedroom. Pa lay under the blankets. He was shivering uncontrollably, but it wasn’t cold. He didn’t even know I was there.


If he was going to die I didn’t want to watch it. I walked slowly down the passage. I heard noises, in the roof of the house and outside. I tried to look out, through the other bedrooms’ windows, but everything was quiet again.


In the sitting room I saw a movement through the lace curtain, an animal trotting down the street outside. Fear gripped me; was it a dog? I went and stood at the window. I saw that it was a bat-eared fox, tiny, with silver in its pelt. It halted suddenly, and stared at the house. It raised its muzzle, as though it had scented something. Then it trotted briskly away again, as if it were late for some appointment.


Dragging my feet in dread, I crept back to the bedroom. Pa was still breathing.


 


The house was laid out simply, a long rectangle, with the living area at the front door, three bedrooms and two bathrooms at the back. I explored all the other rooms of the house thoroughly, opened cupboards, looked under beds. There were no toys in the cupboards, there were no bookshelves on any of the walls. There were magazines in a wooden box beside a chair in the sitting room. Sarie and Rooi Rose and You magazine. I didn’t like reading those because all the people in them were dead now; all the TV stuff and movies didn’t exist any more. The whole world has changed.


I didn’t dare look in the fridge, because as Pa and I knew, there was stuff that had gone rotten in all the fridges; it was better just to leave them closed.


High in a food cupboard were two large packs of Simba chips. Smoked Beef. I preferred the chutney flavour. A big slab of Cadbury chocolate. I tore open the chocolate wrapper. I knew it would have gone grey-white and unpleasant, but still I was hoping, because I was thirteen years old.


The chocolate tasted weird.


I ate a whole packet of chips. They had gone a bit stale, but they were crunchy and filling. I ate the other packet too.


I went to check on Pa. He had stopped shivering. He had thrown off the blanket and was sweating profusely now. The dog bites were fiery red and swollen.


I sat down against the wall of his room, and watched him. It was terribly quiet. Pa’s breathing was the only sound. In and out. Too fast.


The fever had him in its grip.










Chapter 4


The man under the mango tree


They knew the Fever came out of Africa. They knew it was two viruses that combined, one from people and one from bats. In those days they wrote a lot about it, before everyone died.


One doctor wrote in a magazine that nobody knew exactly how it all began, but this is how they thought it might have happened: a man somewhere in tropical Africa lay down under a mango tree. The man’s resistance was low, because he was HIV-positive and not being treated for it. There was already one corona virus in the man’s blood. There was nothing strange about that. Corona viruses were quite common. In the era before the Fever they knew of at least four that caused flu and cold symptoms in people.


Corona viruses also occurred in animals. Mammals and birds.


In the mango tree there was a bat, with a different kind of corona virus in its blood.


The bat was sick. Diarrhoea caused it to defecate on the face of the man under the tree, his eyes, or his nose, or his mouth. The second corona virus was now in the man’s blood, the two viruses multiplying together in the same cells of the man’s windpipe. And their genetic material combined. A new corona virus was born – one that could infect other people easily when inhaled, and with the ability to make them extremely ill.


The man under the mango tree lived in a poor community, where people were crammed together, and where the incidence of HIV was high. He quickly infected others. The new virus spread through the community, and kept on mutating. One mutation was just perfect. It spread easily through the air, taking long enough to kill for each person to have infected many others.


One of the family members of the man under the mango tree worked at an airport in the nearby city. The family member was incubating the perfect virus. He coughed on a passenger, just before the woman took the flight to England.


In England there was a big international sporting event.


All the first-world countries had a protocol for deadly, infectious diseases. Even most of the developing countries had extensive plans for such an incident. There were guidelines and systems for an epidemic. In theory, these should have worked.


But nature paid no heed to theories. And nor did human fallibility.










Chapter 5


21 March


I sat on the floor beside the bed where my father lay fighting his fever and somewhere late in the afternoon I must have fallen asleep.


Something woke me. I heard a car. At first I thought it was my imagination. The sound grew louder. Quickly, but silently, I walked to the front room.


It really was a vehicle, the engine high-pitched as it raced up the hill to the town.


I ran back to the bedroom.


‘Pa.’


He didn’t hear me.


‘Pa,’ I said louder and more urgently. ‘I can hear a car.’


Pa was breathing rapidly, his mouth open. He didn’t move. I wanted to shout at him, I wanted to yell at the top of my voice, don’t die, I’m scared, there’s a car outside, we can only trust each other. Come back from the fever, I’m too small to be alone, Pa, please, just don’t die.


But I was still shy about last night, about calling for my mother. I just stood there and stared and my father didn’t wake up.


The car came closer.


I ran back into the sitting room. Outside the shadows were long, the sun dipped low. The car came closer and closer. It was moving slower now, I could hear. It was in the town.


I wanted to run outside, and say to them, ‘Come help my father, he’s sick.’


We trust only each other. Pa and I had decided that, after the people had tried to rob us, the other side of Bultfontein, five weeks ago. I couldn’t go out.


The car came round the corner. It was out front now, in the street.


A black Jeep Wrangler, with an open top. It raced past. It looked like three people were in it. Then it was gone, down the street.


I ought to have stopped them, I thought. Pa was seriously ill.


I listened; the Jeep was coming back. I saw it stop opposite the Volvo, in the street in front of me. A man with very long black hair switched off the vehicle. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just trousers. He was lean, his chest hairs were dark and dense. He jumped out, and walked over to our truck. He had a gun in his hand.


I was going to call them. I was going to ask them for help. For me and my pa. I went towards the door.


I saw a woman in the back of the Jeep. Her head drooped forward. She had brown hair, very tangled. Her hands were tied to the roll bar. She cried out, as though she was very scared.


I stopped.


The other man, still seated in the front of the Jeep, was wearing a T-shirt with no sleeves. He had muscular arms. He hit the woman with the flat of his hand and she started to cry. He yelled to the man at our Volvo. ‘When did we last come past here?’


‘A week ago?’ the one with long hair shouted back.


‘This lorry wasn’t here then.’


Long Hair climbed up to the Volvo’s cab, tried to open the door, but it was locked. He climbed down again. He put a hand on the exhaust. ‘It’s cold,’ he called to the Jeep. ‘Are you sure? We were drunk, that time. It might have been here all along.’


Muscles laughed. ‘That’s true.’


I sat down on the chair, and looked over the couch, through the window, at them. People who would tie a woman to a car were not good people. I couldn’t trust them.


Muscles got out of the Jeep. He said something I couldn’t hear. He looked at our house, he looked straight at me. I sat dead still. I knew he couldn’t see me through the lace curtain, but it felt as if he could.


Long Hair walked down the length of the trailer. He tested the door at the back, tried to open it.


‘It’ll do no harm to check,’ Muscles called. He kept staring at the sitting-room window. Perhaps he could see me? Eventually he turned away, to the bound woman, and jerked on her arms. He called to Long Hair, ‘I’m going to take a look in this house, you look in those.’ He pointed at the houses across the street.


‘Okay,’ said the other one.


Muscles approached our front door. He had a big shiny silver revolver on his hip.


The woman in the Jeep suddenly began to jerk at the roll bar with her hands. I could see her face now. There was blood on her cheek, and on her hair, just above her forehead.


Muscles laughed. ‘You won’t get loose.’ He stood watching her, until she stopped struggling, and only made little whimpering noises, as if her heart was broken. He climbed up the steps of our veranda. He rattled the security gate loudly. I was frightened, but I kept completely quiet.


Our pistol lay on a low table in the middle of the sitting room, between the chairs facing the TV. I picked it up, held it in my hand, and sat down again.


Muscles came to the sitting-room window. He pressed his face against the glass, and cupped his hand to shade his eyes from the sun. I slid off the chair and lay flat, the arm of the couch between him and me. He couldn’t see me, he couldn’t see me, it was too dark here inside, I was sure. I stayed flat on the floor, until I heard him pulling at the security door again. I sat up. I saw him take a step back, take out his revolver, aim at the security gate lock.


The shot was very loud. This time I think I must have made a sound.


The bullet splintered the wood of the door and embedded itself in the sitting-room wall, just to my left.


Muscles wrenched at the steel gate. It wouldn’t open.


‘Don’t worry,’ he shouted to Long Hair. ‘I’m just shooting off the locks.’


Then he fired again.


I held the pistol firmly in both hands. I shifted rearwards, so that my back was against the lounge chair. I raised the pistol. When he came through the door, I would have to shoot at him. If I could.


I heard him tug at the security gate, which screeched as it opened. Then the front door handle, turning as he grasped it. But the door was locked. He would try to shoot that open too.


I tried to aim my pistol at the door. My mind said no, I can’t do it.


I didn’t want to shoot a man.


I lowered the pistol again and squeezed my eyes shut. Let him come in. He would have to tie me up in the Jeep as well, with the woman. Maybe he wouldn’t look further into the house. Maybe Pa would come to rescue me, if he didn’t die from the Fever.


I waited for the shot, my eyes shut.


I felt a hand cover my lips. Startled, I tried to scream, but the hand was clamped tight over my mouth.


It was Pa. He took the pistol out of my hand, put his mouth close to my ear and whispered, ‘Shhh.’


‘What?’ yelled Muscles outside the door, and looked across the street. He lowered the silver revolver.


Long Hair shouted something we couldn’t hear.


‘No, the whole place is locked,’ shouted Muscles.


Pa lifted the pistol, as though it were very heavy. He aimed at the front door. I felt his whole body tremble, burning, behind me. I wondered if Pa would shoot a man like he had shot the dogs. After Bultfontein Pa had said, ‘To shoot someone . . .’ and then just shook his head, as if he wouldn’t be able to do it.


The man with the muscles turned back towards the street. ‘Ja, ja . . . No, I haven’t got the . . .’ he said. He didn’t finish the sentence, listening to what Long Hair said.


‘Okay,’ said Muscles, and lifted his revolver again.


He shot at our front door lock. A loud bang, wood splintering, plaster spraying.


Pa kept the pistol trained on the door, and his hand on my mouth.


Muscles just turned on his heel and walked away, down the steps, to the Jeep. Long Hair came from the other side of the street to meet him. Muscles smacked the woman on the head, then they got into the Jeep, started it, and drove away.


 


We just lay there, in the sitting room, for a while. Pa’s breathing was rapid. ‘I’m sorry, Nico, I heard you calling me, but I thought it was a dream.’ He whispered. He had taught me, sound always carried further than you thought. Especially now, after the Fever, because there was no other noise about.


He said, ‘You did very well. You can be proud of yourself.’


Later we got up. He drank lots of water from the tap, I heated the soup on the gas stove. Baxters Cream of Chicken.


While we ate, Pa said, ‘We can’t make any light tonight, we don’t know how close they are.’


‘And we won’t be able to have coffee tomorrow morning,’ I said. The smell of coffee betrayed the presence of people. Pa had taught me that too.


‘That’s right.’ He tried to smile, but it seemed as if he just didn’t have the strength.


I finished my soup.


‘I feel better,’ said Pa.


He was fibbing. He could see I didn’t believe him.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Those men had a lady tied to the Jeep.’


‘I saw. We’ll do something about that tomorrow.’


I lay beside him, throughout the night. He talked a lot in his sleep. Twice he cried out, my mother’s name: Amelia.










Chapter 6


The past is a river


It was Pa who said, the past is like a river. (That was in the Year of the Pig, if I remember rightly. I was seventeen.)


We were part of a greater group of people who talked till late one Sunday evening in the Forum and when he and I and Okkie walked home, I asked him, why does everyone still talk like that about the Fever, it’s past after all, five years already.


Then he said, ‘The past is like a river, Nico. We can’t remember all the water that has flowed past. So, when we look back, we first look at all the driftwood, those bits of detritus that the storms and floods left behind washed up high on the riverbanks.’


‘I don’t understand what you’re saying, Pa,’ annoyed. My relationship with my father was already fractured, and I was a teenager. Adults in general irritated me.


‘We remember the moments of great trauma the best. Fear, loss, humiliation . . . You will see, one day.’


Now I see. Now, as I try to write this memoir, now that I want to recall everything, not just the trauma. Also the events in between. It’s not that easy. I quoted Auden and Heinlein on the question of autobiography, because the pitfalls they point out are genuine: when it comes to the memory river’s more troubled waters, you are reliant on your own, sometimes unreliable and prejudiced memories, and the stories of others. You are exposed to the urges (and fears) of the ego, which wishes to include only select events. And exclude others.


Let me be frank: this is the story of what happened after the Fever, as I remember it. My truth. Subjective maybe, perhaps a little slanted. But I owe it to everyone who is part of this story to be as factual and honest as memory allows, especially those who are not here to share their testimony.


Truth was my single greatest incentive. I swear that.










Chapter 7


22 March


I slept beside my father. He woke in the early morning, startled, bewildered, his hair unkempt and his eyes wild. It took him a moment to recognise me. He looked smaller, thinner, and in this sudden revealing moment he seemed vulnerable and fragile. Fallible. But it was as if I could not see that yet. Would not see it.


I made porridge oats for us, and Pa ate his in bed. Grateful. He said, ‘One day we’ll taste fresh milk again.’


He said that a lot.


And: ‘I should be well tomorrow morning, Nico.’


‘Will we leave again then, Pa?’


He shook his head, slowly. ‘No. This is where we’re going to come and live.’


‘Here?’


‘Not in this house, specifically. There are many to choose from. I mean, this place, this town.’


‘But what about those men?’ and I pointed towards the street, where the Jeep had been. We still spoke in low voices, as though they were close by.


‘They are a . . . a complication.’


‘A complication?’


‘That’s an interesting word. We get it from the Latin. Complicare . . .’ Pa drew a few breaths, as if gathering his strength. ‘It means “to fold together”. You know, when you fold something, then you make it more complicated.’ He tried to drum up his old enthusiasm: ‘Neat, hey, the way language works. “Complicate” means “to make more involved” . . .’


‘Why don’t we just go to another place?’


‘Because I think Vanderkloof is the best place in the whole country. For a new beginning.’


‘Why?’


Pa ate the last of his porridge before continuing. ‘Maslow . . . All the basic needs. Here we have structure and texture . . .’ He sighed. He was tired. ‘It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you tomorrow. I promise. Deal?’


‘Okay.’


He handed me his empty porridge bowl, and shook the pills out of the bottle. ‘I’m going to lie down again. Remember to brush your teeth.’


 


In the afternoon I heard Pa talking. I went into the room to check on him. He had thrown all the blankets off, he was sweating, speaking wildly, his voice frightened.


Then he woke up. He sat up suddenly, turned his body so as not soil the bed and vomited on the floor.


I helped him to clean up. ‘Sorry, Nico, sorry, my boy,’ he said.


That night I made hot soup, but Pa slept through all of it.


The Jeep didn’t return.


It was terribly hot and stuffy in the house.










Chapter 8


23 March


In the morning my father slept long after I woke.


I ate rusks, drank water, looked out of the windows. I listened and couldn’t sit still, something made me wander up and down, something more than boredom, more than the vague anxiety I had felt yesterday. I was thirteen, I didn’t know how to process this.


I stood at the sitting-room window. My heart began to beat faster, my hands perspired, the earth was swallowing me up, the air, the walls; the day pressed heavily on me. I sat down and jumped up again, agitated. I didn’t understand what was happening, but I didn’t want to wake Pa, he had to get well.


I lay down in the other bedroom and the room shrank in on me. I squeezed my eyes shut. The dogs, the night of the dogs was in my mind, I saw it all again. The dogs, Pa’s fever, the two men in front of the house, the shots though our door, the captive woman, I relived it all, the images, the smells, the fear, the distress. My father, two days ago, how he climbed out of the truck with his sore and injured body, how he looked scared, for the first time. Scared. The way he looked, the way he reluctantly touched the stiff, grisly carcasses as he dragged the dogs away. My heart wanted to burst out of my chest, my breath was not enough, it was all overwhelming me. There was a rage inside me, at the whole world. At the dogs that wanted to murder, who were so determined to kill us. Us, who after the Fever, out of compassion cut the fences of so many game farms and parks, who opened all the cages in the Bloemfontein zoo. We were animal lovers, why did the dogs want to kill us? Anger burned through me, an irrational fury. At everything, at the Fever that had destroyed my entire life. I balled my fists, I wanted to shout at someone or something for the injustice, while the room, the world, the universe became narrower and smaller and heavier, the pressure on me greater and greater and greater.


‘Nico!’


Pa was suddenly beside me, and the heaviness was gone.


I looked at him as he sat down beside me. ‘You were shouting. I think you’re suffering from shock.’


My entire body was taut, cocked like a rifle.


‘I’m here,’ said Pa.


I had no words to say.


‘My fever’s broken,’ said Pa.










Chapter 9


24 March


In the early morning hours it rained, thunder and lightning, a drumming on the galvanised iron roof of the house.


There was a lot of moisture in the air, a certain pressure, as if something were brewing or fermenting. Inside me as well, yesterday’s anger and fear had not disappeared completely, they were still lurking somewhere in the back of my mind.


Pa said, it’s safe to make coffee when it rains, the aroma won’t be detected that far. But we still had to keep the windows shut. We drank our coffee in the kitchen. He told me about Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Pa never talked down to me. He gave me almost all the information; I had to decide myself what I didn’t understand. (Years later I realised he left sex out when he came to Maslow’s list of physiological needs. I don’t blame him.) He explained that Vanderkloof was ideal on the physiological level: all the water we needed, and good potential for the important forms of agriculture. The climate was reasonably good, irrigation was easy, and in addition there was hydro-electric power that we could redirect, if we could just find the right people with the right knowledge to change the system and maintain it.


He knew exactly what the question was on the tip of my tongue. He said of course there were other places, other dams and rivers, that offered more or less the same. But he knew this area so well; he had been here a few years ago. He knew: Vanderkloof was unique when it came to Maslow’s hierarchy of security. Vanderkloof was a settlement, a burg, a natural fort, thanks to the hills with their cliffs, and the dam. There was only one easily negotiable road in, up the steep hill. There was only one flank to defend, unless the enemy arrived with a fleet of ships, which was most unlikely on the Orange River. Pa laughed. That was when I could see that he still wasn’t fully recovered from his fever. His laugh sounded hollow. It was as if a part of him had not returned.


‘But what about those two men in the Jeep? They live here.’


‘Yes. The complication . . . I’m still thinking about that.’


The feeling of oppression in my head was an omen. ‘I think we should leave, Pa.’


Pa didn’t listen.


 


‘They aren’t going to drive around in that Jeep when it’s raining,’ said Pa. ‘Let’s go and fetch the arsenal.’


First we looked and listened carefully from the veranda before a dash to the Volvo to fetch our weapons and cleaning materials. We called our store in the truck ‘the arsenal’ ever since Pa explained to me where the word came from – ‘warehouse’ in the original Arabic, to Venetian Italian, to English and eventually to Afrikaans.


We laid out the couple of pistols and the hunting rifles on the kitchen counter. I wiped the raindrops from the dark grey steel. We sat side by side, and we cleaned and oiled the weapons thoroughly, one by one.


‘We’ll take a look tonight in the dark, if we can see their lights,’ said Pa. ‘Then we’ll know how at ease they feel, and how near they are.’


I wondered why I hadn’t thought of that.


‘Then we’ll do a little recce.’ He thought a moment more. ‘There might be more than those two men and the woman.’


‘What will we do then?’


‘Then we had better leave for now. The risk . . .’


‘Why don’t we just leave, Pa? Now. Tonight.’


Pa was quiet for such a long time I wondered if he had heard my question. Then he said, ‘We want to make a new start here. We want to establish a community with morality, with the right principles, that cares for each other. So we had better get off on the right foot. We can’t leave that poor woman like that. If there are just the two of them, we have at least to try. Even if it is just you and me.’


That was the first time that Pa talked about ‘establishing a community’. My thoughts were on other things at that moment, so it didn’t really register. Only much later did I realise he had thought everything through already. He had a vision, before the day of the dogs, before we arrived here.


By four o’clock the rain had cleared. ‘That’s a pity,’ said Pa. ‘It would have been a help.’


 


At dusk Pa dressed his dog bites with ointment, bandages and plasters. He swallowed some pain pills. He smeared black stripes on our faces with shoe polish from the kitchen cupboard, and we put on dark clothing. We each loaded a Beretta, and a rifle: the Tikka .222 with its long telescope for me, the .300 CZ for Pa.


‘The sort of people who would treat a lady like that are . . . dangerous. We’re just going to recce, Nico, that’s all.’


‘Okay,’ I said and hoped Pa didn’t hear the relief in my voice, because I just had this feeling things were not right, there was something bad in the air.


By ten o’clock it was pitch black, the moon not yet risen. We left the weapons in the house, and climbed up on the tin roof of the back veranda first. We saw them immediately. Their house was high up on the hill, about three kilometres away. They must have had a strong generator, because those were electric lights that were burning so bright. A big house, three storeys high.


‘So sure of yourselves, hey?’ Pa whispered, even though it was much too far for him to be heard.


Back in the kitchen he asked, ‘You didn’t hear any other vehicle while I was sick?’


‘No, Pa.’


He was deep in thought as he handed the pistol and rifle to me. We walked to the door. ‘Can they really be so careless?’ I knew Pa was not expecting an answer from me.


 


He found his answer in the road.


Vanderkloof, in the Year of the Dog, was a jumble of a town, still in its pre-Fever form – a small unplanned, unfinished patchwork quilt that had been tossed over the hills. There was only one road leading to the upper suburb, and the Jeep men’s castle of light. We crept quietly and cautiously through the darkness. I kept half a step to the left and behind Pa. Our trainers trod silently on the tar; I could hear my father breathing. At first we mistook the route, and had to turn back and try again. Find the right tarred street.


‘Nico!’ said Pa softly and urgently, startling me with the suddenness. He held out his arm to stop me. I couldn’t see a thing.


‘They’ve strung a wire across here,’ he whispered.


He drew a finger through the air to show me the wire. I had to step closer, and look very carefully before I saw it shining with reflected light from the house up there, still over a kilometre away. Just above my head.


‘No,’ said Pa, ‘it looks like fishing line.’


‘How did you spot it, Pa?’


‘I was thinking, what would I have done if I were in their shoes. If I had the lights on like that, like a candle attracting moths.’


‘Jinne,’ I said in amazement. ‘But how will a fishing line stop anyone?’


‘Come,’ said Pa, and motioned for me to follow. He walked along the length of line, to where it stretched over the emergency rail beside the road.


‘Look.’


I saw that the line was attached to something.


Pa held his mouth close to my ear. ‘It’s a flare. If you touch the fishing line, the flare shoots into the air. Then they know you are coming.’


He gave me time to have a good look. ‘These guys . . . We must be very careful. Make sure you climb under the wire.’


We walked along, much slower now. I tried to be alert too now. I wondered, what did the Jeep guys do when they drove home to their house? Did they lift the line up?


Again Pa saw the next one first. Only a block from their house, scarcely two hundred metres. It was strung low, lower than my knees. He blocked me with his hand, pointed, didn’t speak. I saw a few water droplets hanging from the line – dew or rain. That was how Pa had spotted it. I hadn’t been looking so low down, I had assumed all the flare lines would be strung high.


We stepped over it. Walked on, three, four paces. Pa stopped, held up his hand to show I must stop too. He looked at the House of Light on the side of the ridge, shining so bright. It seemed cheerful, welcoming. But there was no movement or human sounds, no other sign of life.


Pa took the rifle off his shoulder, held it in his hands. He didn’t move forward, just stared fixedly at the Jeep men’s house up there. Then to the left, at the row of smaller, dark houses that were strung along the side. And to the right, where there was only open veld.


Something was bothering Pa. Something was making him feel very tense.


A jackal called, just this side, against one of the slopes.


I wanted to turn back. I wanted to go to the Volvo, I wanted to drive away. The oppression, the humidity, that dark heavy feeling from yesterday stirred in me like a monster in dark waters.


I unslung the rifle from my shoulder.


Pa bent forward slightly, as if he wanted to make himself smaller. He began to walk again, more slowly this time. Every now and then he would stop. A hundred and fifty metres from the House of Light. An owl called from the veld, above the quiet hum of insects.


We just came to scout, why did he keep on walking?


At about a hundred metres from the house a hare flew out of the shrubs to our left. The shock made me gasp. Out loud. Pa just froze, looked slowly at me. I wanted to say, I’m sorry, but he squeezed my shoulder, to say he understood.


He turned to me, pressed his mouth against my ear. Very quietly he said, ‘See that rock?’ and he pointed to the right. A rock as big as a fridge had rolled down the hill, and lay on the pavement.


I nodded.


‘Wait there beside it. I’m going a little way ahead.’


When I hesitated, he said, ‘You’ll be able to see me at all times.’


I nodded.


He waited. I went over to the rock, looking carefully where I stepped when I left the tar. The rock was as high as my chest. I put my rifle down on it, so that I could look through the telescope if necessary. I lay against the rock. It felt cold.


Pa took a step forward. Stood still. Another step, halt. Step, stand. The glow of the house stretched all the way here. I could see Pa in its light, his body a little bowed, his hair long and bedraggled.


He took a step forward, stood, listened and looked. Step, stand, listen, look. Further and further onwards, away from me. Why so slow and cautious? There was no movement, no sound, nothing, except the bright fort ahead. He would easily see a fishing line this close to the light. Maybe the Jeep people and the abused woman were long gone, maybe they forgot to turn everything off, maybe the flares were just a trick, a practical joke. It felt like an eternity, time standing still; he was ten paces away, then fifteen, twenty. I saw his back, ever smaller; we only came to recce, Pa, we’ve seen enough, that lady isn’t here any more, let’s go back, let’s leave; twenty-five paces, Pa was a long way off, closer to the pool of light, he looked so small.


I didn’t want to see Pa like that, I didn’t want to be here now, it didn’t feel right, something was eating me from the inside.


‘Hey,’ said a voice, and Pa jumped, and swung round to his left. I saw the man standing there. Muscles. He had the big revolver in his hand, and he was lifting it. He sounded surprised.


Pa had the rifle ready. He didn’t shoot.


Muscles raised the revolver.


Still my father didn’t shoot.


A shot boomed, reverberated. Pa fell.










Chapter 10


Pa fell. The universe stood still.


My whole body shivered, the echoes of the heavy revolver shot thundered over me and the rock, it shook free the heaviness in my head and at that moment I knew what I had experienced yesterday, that anxiety attack, the fury. I wasn’t angry at the dogs and their treachery, I wasn’t ashamed because I had called for my mother. I was angry with my father. I was angry with him because he had looked so small and afraid and lost at the fuel station, with the snarling dogs surrounding him. I was angry because, at that moment, he had needed me to help him, and I wasn’t ready for that. I was angry because I saw him differently, the morning after the dogs, when Pa climbed out of the Volvo cab so carefully, with the .300 CZ hunting rifle over his shoulder and a Beretta in his hand. He walked through the dog carcasses with tentative steps, his body stiff and sore after the attack and the night of poor sleep. That was when I saw something, from the vantage of the truck, but I didn’t want to see it.


Pa was smaller. Diminished.


Three nights ago, when he pressed my mouth shut at the last minute and the pistol shook in his hand, and the Jeep men were outside, I felt it, but I didn’t want to feel it.


I was angry with Pa for being sick. For being weak. Now I was angry at him for falling in the darkness. His rifle was ready, he had seen that Muscles meant to shoot, but Pa couldn’t shoot a human being. He just couldn’t.


Three days ago, when he’d woken up so frantic, I knew, I understood then, but I didn’t want to know.


All this fanned the flames of my anger. It made me want to stand up behind that rock and walk over to Pa where he lay on the tar in the pool of light cast by the house on the ridge. I wanted to scold him, though at that moment I did not have the full understanding and the capacity and the words to understand why. Years later it would make sense: that night, 24 March in the Year of the Dog, was the moment of the second great loss. The first was my mother and my life as I knew it. The dogs and their germs and the Jeep men and Pa’s fever had robbed me again. They robbed me of the image of Willem Storm as the infallible protector, the all-knowing guide through life. They had robbed me of my father as a heroic figure.


Before the night in Koffiefontein he was big and strong and wise. Infallible. For the last time.


I lay against that rock, and looked at Pa where he had fallen. I saw his matted hair in the glow of the House of Light, and for the first time I saw my father as he truly was: a skinny man of average height. Fragile. Brittle. Fearful. Breakable. Mortal.


I shot Muscles. I could see him to the left of Pa in the untidy, overgrown garden of one of the other houses. He was etched against the light; time seemed to stop, his tall shadow seemed to move in slow motion, the big revolver still thrust out in front of him. I swung the scope on him, and I shot him, as I had practised, on tins and stones beside the road over the past five or six weeks. I shot him through the head, and I took my eye off the scope, looked at Pa, and saw another movement behind Muscles, deeper in the shadows. The man with long hair. He was coming towards the pavement. I swung the rifle, and I aimed and shot him with the Tikka .222. I shot him above his right eye, in the forehead, the blood making a dark spray against the light as he dropped.


It was the rage that made me shoot. The terrible rage.


I ran down the road to Pa. I nearly tripped over the low-strung fishing line. A flare hissed up into the air, and burst in a shower of light high in the heavens. Here below the shadows took on strange slow-motion life – trees, lampposts, houses, bushes, my father who lay there in the road. And then moved.


Pa staggered to his feet unsteadily. He held a hand to his neck. Blood was seeping through his fingers. It looked black.


‘Pa,’ I said. My voice sounded strange. To him too, I could see it in his gaze.


 


I was thirteen years old when I shot two people. Out of sheer rage. At the world and at my father.


That night I realised: from now on, I will have to protect my father. That would be my role.










Chapter 11


Pa


(As I sit here writing, reliving that night, memories overwhelm me. They are jumbled, haphazard, the chronology confused. Chronology. I can’t use that word without hearing my father’s voice: ‘Chronos is Greek for “time”, logos is derived from legō, which in ancient Greek means “I speak”, which evolved to logia, the study of something. It’s where we get the word and idea of “logic”, for example . . .’ And then he started to elaborate passionately on the Greeks and their civilisation, culminating with a sigh of deep regret: ‘We were capable of so much, and so much, we lost.’


It’s an odd thing, reopening the old doors, letting the winds of those past days blow in. Nostalgia and longing, pain and joy. Amazement: this is my life. This is how I was made and shaped. And the other great dilemma of this memoir: how to provide a readable framework for my narrative, despite the tricks of memory, and the complex navigation through the reefs of this emotional ocean.)


My father. Willem Storm. ‘That damn polymath’, as Nero Dlamini would often call him when Pa wasn’t within earshot. My father was sensitive and gentle. He was a clever man. And wise. His qualifications as geographer and jurist – in that perverse order – were the official, academic indicators of his restless intellect, but they didn’t tell the whole story. In practice, his interests and insight were much broader. He was half-historian, semi-philosopher, quasi-scientist. He had a huge appetite for knowledge, he was ever searching, constantly reading, and always questioning, completely buoyed up by, and totally in love with every aspect of this world. Not for him the narrow focus of a searchlight, but a brilliant lamp that illuminated everything around him. His perspective was always broad; it never excluded people, especially not me. Empathy was his core quality, that rare ability to see through others’ eyes.


‘What makes you like this, Willem?’ Nero asked, shortly before my father’s death, one evening in the Orphanage sitting room, each one nursing a glass of brandy.


‘Like what?’


‘You still look at the world wide-eyed, as if it’s magical, everything and everyone. You live in wonderment, almost like a child, if you’ll forgive me for saying so.’


Pa laughed, and he asked, ‘Do you know the origin of the word “magical”?’


‘You’re not going to avoid the question.’


‘Did you know the word “machine” has the same source as “magical”?’


‘Why are you like this?’


‘Because the world and life are magical, Nero. In a way. Because we can plan all we like, but the universe is indifferent to our schemes.’


‘What made you this way?’


So Pa thought about it, and he replied that it came from growing up in a little town, the very last generation of children before the Internet. Oudtshoorn was big enough to have a good high school, yet still small enough and far enough from the city for country values to be preserved. At first Pa wanted to be a teacher, inspired by the good people who taught him. That was why he started off studying geography. But his roommate at university was a law student, and he began reading his textbooks, and Pa discovered another world that fascinated him. And in his third year he fell in love with Amelia Foord, and then he realised he would have to make something more of himself.










Chapter 12


24 March


‘My God, Nico,’ said Pa. He moved his hand from the back of his neck, and looked in amazement at the blood on his fingers. His knees sagged. He sat down. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute,’ he said apologetically.


I inspected his wound. In the light of the house on the hill I could see the tiny white tip of a neck vertebra, before the blood seeped over it. My father had been incredibly lucky. The bullet had grazed the back of his head, ripping through thin skin and soft flesh just below his skull. Millimetres from his brain stem.


‘You’re just badly wounded, Pa,’ I said.


He nodded.


I could see Muscles lying on the pavement, his eyes wide, the back of his head a pulverised mess. The sight made me weak at the knees too. I stepped away from Pa. He looked at me with concern. I vomited, on to the tar road. Again and again.


Pa got up from his knees, and came to hold me. Looking back, I feel it was more a gesture of gratitude than comfort.


 


We smelled the liquor emanating from Muscles and Long Hair as we walked past them. That must have been the reason why Muscles missed.


The House of Light had merely been the bait. They were living in another house altogether, to the left of the street, the one they had come out from when Pa tripped a barely visible wire, and turned on a light inside.


The house smelled sour. There were empty bottles, tins and cartons and paper rubbish everywhere. Dirty clothes, dirty plates, dirty glasses.


Pa called out to the woman. No answer. We heard her whimper. Pa went ahead, he stopped at the threshold of the bedroom. ‘Wait, Nico,’ he said, ‘the lady has no clothes.’ I waited in the passage and could hear Pa talking quietly and gently to her in the room. She didn’t reply. When they emerged, Pa had wrapped her in a sheet. Her body trembled just perceptibly. Her head hung low, but I could make out the purple and blue bruises on her face. Her hair was lank and greasy, and she smelled terrible.


Pa led her out, and down the street. We set off all the tripwire alarms on the way back, but we just didn’t care any more.










Chapter 13


The first woman


24 March


 


Pa offered the woman food, first in Afrikaans. She didn’t hear, or she didn’t understand. Pa tried English, then the smattering of French or German he could scrape together. That too produced no result. She just slumped on the couch cocooned in the dirty sheet, shivering and looking down at the carpet.


We warmed water for her in a big pot on the gas stove, and carried it to the bathroom, where we filled the bath. Pa led her to it and closed the door behind him when he came out.


An hour later he went back to check on her. When he came back out he said, ‘She’s still just sitting there, on the floor.’ His voice was filled with pity.


We heated water again. Pa went in and bathed her, I waited in the kitchen. He helped her to dress in clothes that he found in a wardrobe in the master bedroom. Then he led her to the smaller bedroom. The clothes were a size too large. He tucked her into bed.


She still said not a word.


25 March


For many months it had been just the two of us travelling together. It felt strange now, knowing the woman was there.


Pa and I ate breakfast. The woman didn’t move.


Pa was wrapped up like a mummy. The wound on the back of his neck was in an awkward place, and the bandage had to be wrapped around his forehead. And there were more bandages and plasters on the dog bites on his arms, back and shoulder.


I washed the dishes, Pa checked on the woman. ‘She’s asleep,’ he whispered when he emerged.


We didn’t talk about the previous night. Pa was changed. He discussed his plans with me. Before, he would have gone to bury Muscles and Long Hair on his own, to spare me the trauma. But this morning he took me along to help. It was a task that took hours, as the ground on the Vanderkloof hills was hard and very stony.


I threw up again when we dragged the bodies to the graves and covered them. Pa just said, ‘Never mind, Nico. Never mind.’


We went back to the house, dripping with perspiration, dirty and nauseous. She was still asleep.


Pa took food to her in the bedroom. He woke her up. I stood at the door and watched. He had to feed her with a spoon while she stared at the wall with empty eyes, opening her mouth and swallowing, opening her mouth and swallowing.


Late in the afternoon we explored the town. We found a huge cobra in the OK Value supermarket. Pa said it must be after the rats and mice that were eating the meal and flour. The snake glided into the corner of the shop and then rose up with its hood spread. ‘Sjoe, what a beautiful animal,’ said Pa. We walked warily back to the front door.


Pa couldn’t kill snakes.


The shelves in the OK Value were pretty bare. Muscles and Long Hair must have carted most of the canned goods away.


The Alpha Pharm pharmacy was locked, the Renosterberg bottle store was almost empty, with the musty smell of stale, spilled beer left behind, and thousands of glass shards from broken bottles. ‘There’s a story here,’ said Pa. ‘I just can’t decipher it.’


The post office was open, stacked with piles of undelivered letters and parcels. The police station windows were smashed and pigeons had made themselves at home inside.


On the corner the Midas spares and filling station was undamaged. We found a second desiccated corpse in the rear office. A man, his beanie still on his head. Pa said he posed no health risk to us, we would bury him another day.


Outside, on the pavement, he indicated I should sit beside him on the kerbstone. I watched him searching for words. Pa was almost never at a loss for words. I saw him quickly wipe his eyes. He said, ‘I’m sorry. About last night. I . . .’


‘It’s okay, Pa.’


‘I wanted to spare you that much longer.’


Pa took my hand. It was the last time in his life that he held my hand as if I were a child. He enclosed it between both of his, and pressed it against his cheek and just sat there like that. It made me uncomfortable, but I didn’t move.


Pa dropped my hand again.


‘The world now is . . . We’ll fix it, Nico. We’ll make it whole. You and me.’


‘Yes, Pa.’


We stood up and went back to the house.


‘I don’t want us to stay in this house,’ I told Pa and pointed at the place where we slept. Because it was here that he had been sick and weak.


The woman was still lying in the room. She didn’t speak. Pa took her food. She only ate a little, but this time without his help.


In the night she started screaming. Eventually Pa managed to calm her down.


26 March


Pa was still in his room and I was brewing the morning coffee, around half past six. I think the aroma must have roused her. She came out of the bedroom and went to the bathroom and after a few minutes she came back. She sat down in the lounge area, sitting bolt upright, on the edge of the chair. She didn’t look at me.


‘Ma’am, would you like some coffee?’


She nodded.


I hid my surprise. ‘With sugar?’


‘And Cremora?’


She looked up at me. Her eyes were dark green, the bruises around them no better. She wasn’t a pretty lady: she had a long face that made me think a little bit of a horse. I couldn’t help it. She nodded a second time, and looked down.


‘One day we’ll taste fresh milk again.’ I used my father’s mantra, but she didn’t respond.


I made her coffee and put it down in front of her. She looked at me again. I think it was her way of saying thank you.


Pa came in. He said, ‘Morning, everyone,’ breezily, as if everything were completely normal. He picked up his coffee, sat down with his back to her, and said, ‘This morning we’re cutting hair, Nico Storm, you look like a werewolf.’


She stood up and fetched the big pot and put it on the stove. I wanted to get up and help, but Pa put his hand on my arm. He said, ‘We’re going to make those recruitment pamphlets today. I want you to fetch the computer and printer. I have the wording just about right, and we’ll write it in English only. Although I don’t know what to call it yet. “Settlement” and “colony” are such loaded words in this country. Former country . . . Maybe it doesn’t even matter any more. Nonetheless, we want to attract good people of every sort . . .’


Pa went on talking while the woman heated the water, and carried the big pot to the bathroom on her own. Once again, I wanted to help, but Pa just shook his head slightly to tell me to sit. I didn’t really understand why.


 


I sat on a stool on the grass, bare-chested. Pa brandished a comb and scissors and began to cut.


The woman came out of the doorway and walked towards us. She took the scissors out of Pa’s hand, and then the comb. Pa stood back and she began to cut my hair. You could tell straight away that she knew what she was doing.


Pa said, ‘Maybe you can make him human again. Nico, call me when you’re finished, I need a good trim too. I’m going to start writing that pamphlet.’


She touched my head. She was the first woman to touch me since my mother. I sat there, and missed my mother dreadfully. I longed for her to hold me. I wished that this woman would hold me tight, just for a little while.


She simply went on cutting my hair.










Chapter 14


Ma


I can remember my mother’s hugs.


Her name was Amelia, and her maiden name was Foord. We lived in a house in Die Boord in Stellenbosch, before the Fever.


She squeezed me tight when I cried. It made me feel completely safe. It was warm and smelled good, and for years I wished I knew what kind of perfume she wore, what made her smell like that.


Pa carried a photo of the three of us together. He kept it in a chocolate tin with two other pictures, and looked after this collection with great care. Back when we were still sharing a room, I would sometimes see him take out the photo and look at it. He grieved for Mother but he found it hard to talk about her. The photo showed a beautiful woman, with thick brown hair that she wore very short, and a wide, self-assured smile, as though she were exactly where she wanted to be, right there between us. Just as tall as Pa. In a summer frock that showed she was fit and strong. She was a provincial hockey player, and had nearly been selected for the national team, but she had to choose between her sport and her professional career. I remember the hockey stick that I found in a cupboard one day. It was battered, well used. I must have been eight or nine, and my mother took it out of my hands, and said, if you want to play hockey I’ll buy you your own. But this stick belongs to me.


‘Your wife?’ people would ask Pa, the way everyone did.


‘The Fever took her.’


I knew he mourned for her, and I tried to respect that, even when my own longing was fierce, when I wanted to ask him questions to refresh my memory or to ease my pain. Sometimes I just had to know, and then Pa would answer me. Sometimes he would also, in unguarded moments, mention or recall something about her. I collected every phrase, every scrap, like pieces of a jigsaw, so that I could preserve the image of her, and build on it.


She was a statistician at the university, and worked at a place called the Centre for Complexity Studies.


My wife was the clever one.


Pa said she’d been working on a project to relieve poverty; it was very important to her.


She had a good heart, a very good heart.


She had a strong personality.


And the one I wondered about most of all: you are your mother’s child. That’s what Pa said to me during that terrible winter of great hunger when I gave my food to the little ones. And he said it again when I shot the KTM off their motorbikes in the Year of the Jackal.










Chapter 15


27 March


On the N1 beyond Trompsburg. Myself and Pa up front in the Volvo, the woman sitting upright on the bunk in the back, looking ahead through the windscreen. A straight section of road across the Free State plains. My hair was short and neatly trimmed, Pa’s too. The woman had dressed Pa’s neck wound and cleaned and disinfected the festering bite wounds on his back early this morning, but still she had not said a word.


I was bored after the excitement of the previous days. ‘Let’s play a CD,’ I said.


‘Let the lady choose,’ said Pa.


I pulled the shoe box out from under my seat. We had found it inside a red Mercedes SL 500, near Makwassie. Someone had driven the expensive car until the very last drop of petrol was gone, and then just abandoned it. The box of music was the only thing in the car. There were nearly forty CDs in it, from pop to classics.


I handed the box to the woman. She held it on her lap for a moment, then looked up and saw me waiting. She opened it and looked at the contents, flipping through the spines of the CDs with her fingers, and reading the titles. She took one out, turning it over in her hands like something precious, then held it out to me.


It was one of Kurt Darren’s CDs. In Jou Oë. In Your Eyes. Not one I knew. I wanted to take it from her, but she held her finger on the very first song.


‘This one?’ I asked. ‘ “Heidi”?’


She nodded, the way she did when she wanted coffee. The slightest movement.


‘Okay.’


The song began. An upbeat rhythm, and a cheerful tune. I turned up the sound. Pa shook his head, but he smiled and his fingers kept time on the steering wheel, and he pressed the accelerator more so the Volvo’s big diesel engine joined in like a string of double basses. The music filled the cab with a jolly atmosphere. I grinned at the woman. Her eyes were closed.


When the song ended, she opened her eyes and she said her very first word to us: ‘Again.’ With a huge ‘please’ in her face and voice.


I played the song again, turning it up a little louder this time. I was catching on to the chorus now, and sang along.


Pa laughed. He glanced across at me, drove faster.


When it was finished the woman said, ‘Again.’


I played it another time. Pa and I sang along. Loudly. The Volvo thundered. For the first time in a year I felt exuberant. Happy. The world wasn’t such a terribly bad place after all.


The song ended. I looked at the woman. Her cheeks were drenched with tears, her eyes closed, and her body shuddered with weeping. She raised her palm to indicate I must stop the CD. I pressed the button.


Pa turned round to look at her.


I drew a breath to say something, because I couldn’t understand why she was crying, she had wanted me to play the music after all. Pa squeezed my arm to stop me. The woman cried for a long time, maybe more than twenty minutes. Then she grew quieter and quieter, until she wiped the last of her tears away with the back of her hand.


Then she softly touched my shoulder.


‘My name is Melinda Swanevelder,’ she said.


At that moment, before we could react, an aeroplane flew over, from right to left across the road in front of us, very low and close to us. Pa braked sharply. ‘Good grief,’ he said.


Everything always happens at once, just when you least expect it.


 


The plane was small, of the kind with the wing above the cabin, with a single propeller engine. It made a fancy turn in the air, and flew in the direction we were driving, parallel with the road.


‘Wooow!’ I yelled at the plane, and with sheer happiness that Melinda Swanevelder was at last talking to us. It was the first plane we had seen for ages. We used to hear planes in the sky until about seven months before, jets flying high and going somewhere far away. But it had happened less and less, and never so clearly right here in front of us like this one.


The plane was white, with a red tail. It flew ahead, parallel to the road, then turned and came at us from the front, straight down the road towards us. Flying low, and when he was a few hundred metres away, he waggled his wings as if to greet us. I opened the window and hung out, waving madly. ‘Nico, don’t lean out so far,’ Pa said, as the plane shot just over our heads, and then he was gone beyond the trailer.


I closed the window. ‘Ma’am, did you see?’


She nodded. A small smile played on her face, probably at my excitement.


‘There’s only one man in that plane,’ said Pa. He looked in the rear-view mirror. ‘Look, he’s turning . . . Here he comes again.’


The plane came from behind. I could only see it once the belly swept right over us. He flew above the road now, ahead of us, slowing. He dropped lower. ‘He wants to land, Pa,’ I said. ‘On the road.’


Pa took his foot off the accelerator. ‘It’s straight enough,’ he said.


The plane dropped and the wheels touched down on the tar. Pa began to brake, keeping his distance behind the plane. He reached for his pistol in the door beside him, looking at the surrounding veld. I knew he was checking for a potential ambush.


The plane came to a halt, and so did we. The Volvo and the plane were about ten metres from each other. The door of the plane opened and a man jumped out. He was short, somewhere in his forties, an ugly man with a face like a pug dog, protruding eyes and deeply lined forehead. He was wearing flip-flops and shorts and a khaki shirt. He had a fat paunch and a wide grin. He waved and then walked towards us, lighting up a cigarette. You could just see he wasn’t dangerous.


Pa switched off the truck’s engine.


‘Good day, people,’ the man said.


 


Pa and I got out. Melinda Swanevelder remained sitting high in the truck cab.


I asked, ‘What kind of plane is that, sir?’ and went to peer in the windows. It was full of boxes, big ones and small ones. Cigarettes. ‘Is that all cigarettes, sir? What do you do with all the cigarettes?’


Pa laughed, shook the man’s hand, and said, ‘Slow down, Nico. Excuse my son, you’re about the first man we’ve spoken to in weeks. His name is Nico, I’m Willem. Willem Storm.’


The man told us his name was Hennie Laas, they called him Hennie Fly, and he was from Heidelberg in Gauteng. It was a Cessna 172; his pilot’s licence had expired before the Fever, but who cares, there was nobody to enforce those things now. He flew back and forth these days, to all the small and medium places, the big places were dangerous, he felt. You couldn’t see from the air whether the people were bad. But the smaller towns, if there were people, they came running out when they heard a plane, you could just see it was safe. He, Hennie Fly, was collecting ‘ciggies’ and pipe tobacco; he knew they would become currency, at least until someone began growing tobacco again in Zim and trade routes were re-established, almost like the Middle Ages. Did Pa smoke? Did we have something to barter? He would trade a few cartons of ciggies for a juicy steak; dammit, it had been a long time since he’d eaten a good piece of meat, not all this damned canned rubbish . . .


Pa said no, we don’t have steaks, we’re on a recruiting trip. ‘We’re starting a new settlement. Nico, fetch one of those pamphlets. We’re setting up a place, a refuge, at the old Vanderkloof. We’re going to need good people, pilots too.’ Pa and Hennie Fly, both starved of adult conversation, stood between a big Volvo truck and a Cessna 172, in the middle of the wide N1 on the far side of Trompsburg, and they couldn’t stop talking.


I fetched the pamphlet. He handed it to Hennie, as if he were proud of it. Hennie read aloud: ‘A New Beginning for Good People,’ with a heavy Afrikaans accent.


‘Yes, it’s in English,’ said Pa. ‘We want to reach everyone.’


‘We are starting a sanctuary, a community that will have justice, wisdom, moderation and courage . . .’


‘It’s from Plato,’ said Pa. ‘From The Republic.’


‘I see,’ said Hennie, in a tone that revealed he had no idea what Pa was talking about, and he flicked his cigarette butt across the road. He read on: ‘. . . in a very safe place with more than enough water, shelter, and soon, food and electricity . . .’ He looked dubiously at Pa. ‘Electricity?’


Pa explained about the hydro-electricity. ‘We just need someone to lay it on to the town. If you run into an engineer somewhere . . .’


Hennie Fly nodded, and read on: ‘If you want to be part of this orderly, open, democratic and free new society, come to Vanderkloof (on the R48 between Colesberg and Kimberley). GPS coordinates are: 29.99952512 Latitude and 24.72381949 Longitude.’


He looked at Pa. ‘You’re taking a risk too. How do you know a bunch of skarminkels won’t turn up?’


‘What’s a skarminkel, Pa?’


‘Lieplapper. A layabout,’ said Hennie. And when he saw I still didn’t get it. ‘A maaifoedie, a scoundrel. A rubbish.’


‘We will have to run risks, if we want to rebuild something,’ said Pa. ‘If the majority are good people, it shouldn’t be a problem.’


Hennie read the last lines of the pamphlet: ‘Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!’


‘That’s Emma Lazarus,’ said Pa.


‘Is that her up there?’ asked Hennie and pointed at Melinda Swanevelder in the Volvo.


Pa said no, Emma Lazarus was an American poet. She wrote the poem that is engraved on the Statue of Liberty. The woman in the cab is Melinda Swanevelder. We found her in Vanderkloof.


Hennie barely heard him. He stood staring at Melinda. ‘Pretty woman,’ he said and lifted his hand to greet her. ‘Shoo, very pretty woman.’


She waved back, a tiny motion of a hesitant hand.


‘Where are you going?’ asked Pa.


‘Well, it sounds like I should go to Vanderkloof,’ and Hennie reluctantly turned his gaze away from the woman to Pa.


‘You don’t feel like a bit of a detour along the way? We’ll still be on the road for a week or two.’


‘I can . . .’


‘So, when you fly over the towns, the people come out of their hiding places?’


‘If there are people. Most of the towns are totally godforsaken.’


‘Yes, I guess the population density is less than one and a half per square kilometre now . . . Would you consider throwing our pamphlets out of your plane, where there are people?’










Chapter 16


The Fever


I understand this, from what I experienced, from what Pa told me, from Nero Dlamini’s sober judgement, and from each of the survivor’s stories that Pa recorded or wrote down as part of the Amanzi History Project.


The Fever was a virus tsunami. Too rapid, too deadly.


Despite the protocols and systems and vaccines, despite the frantic scurrying of virologists and epidemiologists, centres for disease control, and governments and military intervention – and sometimes even because of some of these attempts – the Fever wiped out 95 per cent of the world population. All within a few months.


Five per cent of the world population, more or less, had the genetic good fortune of natural resistance to the virus. But not all those 5-per-centers survived the aftermath of the Fever. The catastrophe caused systems to collapse and released other disasters: industrial explosions, fires, chemical pollution, radioactive contamination, hepatitis and cholera. And the human element. In Domingo’s words: ‘Where the corona virus stopped, Darwin stepped in.’ Greed and fear, crime and misunderstanding, ignorance and stupidity. Chaos. Some of the survivors were just too tiny to make a go of it alone, five years old and younger. Others were overwhelmed by the stress and trauma of unfathomable loss and post-Fever crimes. Thousands took their own lives. In the big cities especially.


Standing between the Cessna and the Volvo, Hennie Fly asked my father, ‘Now how would you know there are less than one and a half people per square kilometre?’


Pa explained that approximately fifty-three million people lived in what was South Africa before the Fever.


Ninety-five per cent, or fifty million, were wiped out by the virus and its successors. And another million – more or less – died from other causes in the aftermath.


Hennie Fly nodded. That made sense.


‘Two million left. It sounds like a lot of people, but if you divide that by the size of the land, it’s less than one and a half per square kilometre.’


‘Okay,’ said Hennie Fly.


‘Let me put it into perspective for you,’ said Pa. ‘South Africa was one point two million square kilometres. Before the Fever the population density was forty-five people per square kilometre. That’s not so bad. Monaco, for example, used to have fifteen thousand people per square kilometre. Bangladesh more than a thousand, and Germany two hundred and thirty-two.’










Chapter 17


Hennie Fly


As recorded by Willem Storm. The Amanzi History Project.


My name is Hennie Laas. Everyone calls me Hennie Fly.


Ja, look, when the Fever came, I was a farm manager at the Nel farm on the other side of Heidelberg.


I was divorced, my ex-wife was remarried to a Badenhorst from Centurion. We had two children, two girls, they lived with her and the Badenhorst guy. They all died in the Fever. I went to look, I went to the house in Centurion. There was nobody there. I mean, where do you go and look, if they are not at home? You know how it was, during that time . . . I’m getting too far ahead of myself, I suppose?


Anyway, I come from Heidelberg, I was born there. My father grew up in poverty, but he worked his way to riches. He used to supply the gold mines in those years; he made his money out of the props they used underground. Blue gum poles. He always drove Jaguars, he loved Jaguar cars. I think, if your father is rich, you are lazy, because you think everything will come to you. So I went to university to study for a commerce degree, but it didn’t last. I partied too much. I dropped out before the end of my first year, and I begged my dad to let me fly, I was mad about flying. So I got my pilot’s licence, and I went to work for Lowveld Air; they used to fly people to the Kruger Park. I was a co-pilot in the Beechcraft King Airs, hell, those were genuine royal planes those. And I wore a pilot’s uniform and the girls loved that, and I gave myself the nickname of ‘Hennie Fly’, I told everyone, you know, that’s what people call me. I lied. I thought I was this big shot, even though the captain wouldn’t let me touch a joystick. Then I met Doreen, and she got pregnant on the third date, and we got married. But then Lowveld Air went bankrupt. I couldn’t find work, and my father said I should come and work with him. After only a year he fired me. Total slacker. So I went to work for Justin’s Cars, second-hand cars, and I worked for KFC as an apprentice manager, and my pilot’s licence expired. Our second daughter arrived, and I was boozing too much, didn’t come home at night, and Doreen left me. First it was just separate beds and tables, and she said, sort yourself out or I leave. Then she did leave. I don’t blame her, I was bad, back then. So I worked a bit here and I worked a bit there.


It took me ten years to sort myself out, to quit my nonsense. To grow up, I suppose. Every year I had another job; for about eighteen months I was in Durban as well, trying to rep for Castrol. That didn’t stick either. Jannie Nel was one of the big farmers in Heidelberg. He gave a lot of people a second chance. So I went and asked him for a job. Three years before the Fever. I used to drive a sheep lorry to the abattoir for him. And when he saw I had stopped my nonsense, he made me assistant foreman, and later foreman, on one of the chicken farms. They called it ‘farm manager’.


Then I began to fix things with my children. Once a month, I drove to Pretoria, and I took them to the Spur restaurant. That was the beginning. I knew I had a long way to go with them. I began to fly again too, I tried to get enough hours to get my licence back.


Then the Fever came. How can you talk about the Fever? You can’t describe it.


It must have been the same as it was for everyone. You watch the news on TV, and you think, no, they will stop this thing before it gets here, but you wonder, and you are a little bit scared. Just like with Ebola, a couple of years before the Fever. But you think, we live in a time of science, they’ll do something, so you don’t worry too much. Until England and America and all of them began to cancel flights and impose states of emergency. Then you worry, because it’s never been this bad before. And then the virus was here, and you think, now they’d better do something fast, and for the first time you’re really scared. And then the power goes off, and no one comes to work, and I phone and phone my children, but they don’t answer their cellphones. And then the cellphone networks go down. I hid away on that chicken farm, I won’t lie to you. I think I’m still alive because I lived there, slept there, and went nowhere. Then the radio went quiet, everything was quiet, and I sat and watched the road, but there was nothing. Then I took the pick-up and drove. And I smelled Heidelberg, from four kilometres away I smelled all those dead people. And I knew.


There’s a time when you feel guilty for surviving, and you don’t know why you were so lucky, because you were such a bad person. But then you get used to it. It’s funny, hey?


I turned around and drove back to the farm, and I let all the chickens out of the batteries.










Chapter 18


For a week we didn’t see anyone.


We took the bypass around Bloemfontein, and went through Winburg and Senekal and Bethlehem; we pasted our pamphlets on stop signs and road signs and the doors of churches, we scattered them in the doorways of deathly quiet supermarkets and pharmacies. At every town library and school library we went in with empty boxes, and came out with boxes full of books. Half of the long sixteen-wheeler trailer was already full of books, the rest of the cargo was tinned food, coffee and medicine. ‘For our sanctuary, for our future,’ as Pa would say to spur me on to carry yet another heavy box out to the truck.


Near Bloemfontein we saw zebras grazing beside the freeway; they galloped off as we approached. I told Pa those were the animals we had freed.


Perhaps there were people in the towns, perhaps they hid away when we passed. We drove to Clocolan and Ladybrand and Wepener, Aliwal North and Adelaide. We didn’t see another living soul, but we scattered our pamphlets in bottle stores, and pasted them on the windows of filling stations.


Pa slept less comfortably these nights, because Melinda Swanevelder and I shared the bed, and he had to make do with reclining his seat as flat as it would go.


Melinda communicated very little with her voice. Mostly she used her eyes and face. She took over some of my duties. She made the coffee, and she wanted to do the dishes too, but Pa said no, I have to do something. By the time five days had passed, it felt as though she had always been with us.


 


4 April


In the early afternoon, on the other side of Fort Beaufort, a big Aberdeen Angus bull ran across the road in front of us. His black hide glistened with sweat, he was bleeding on his rump and flanks. Behind him, snarling around him, was a pack of dogs, the same lean type that had attacked me and Pa.


Pa slowed down, the bull ran through the barbed wire to the right of the road. The wire cut him, held him back a moment. And the dogs sprang on him.


Melinda Swanevelder drew in a sharp breath. Then she looked away, she didn’t want to witness it.


The bull shook off the dogs, he ran on, towards a dense thicket.


Then we were past, and we couldn’t see any more.


‘About twenty of them,’ said Pa. ‘Just like wild dogs. The same pack size.’


He was talking to himself, but he didn’t try to hide his concern.


 


We were a few kilometres before Grahamstown, driving slowly past the golf course on the left, barely forty kilometres an hour. That was always Pa’s way when we were near a town. He was looking out of his side window and Melinda lay sleeping in the back. I was the only one who saw the white vehicle approaching from the front – one of those little buses that have been converted into a caravan. Almost immediately it pulled off the road, and stopped.
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